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Valuing Learning in Student Affairs
Student affairs educators
are promoters of learning 
and academic 
achievement
in virtually everything 
they do with students
J.H. Blake, 2007
Shift in the field 
(Moore & Marsh, 2007)
From supporters and 
enablers 
To teachers and 
educators 





























Valued Learning Outcomes & Student Affairs
• Alignment between these 
skills and learning 
outcomes pursued in 
student affairs is clear. 
• Data suggest a myriad of 
experiences are embedded 
in co-curricular learning 
that can help develop 
these skills. 
(Kruger & Peck, 2017)
More than 70% of employers 
identified: leadership, written 
communication, teamwork, 
problem solving, and work 
ethic as key skills for graduates 
(AAC&U Employer Surveys)
When we asked students to 
think of a specific, critical 
incident or moment that had 
changed them profoundly… 
4 of 5 chose a situation or 
event outside the classroom. 
Light, 2001 Making the Most of College
Valuing the Difference Student Affairs Makes
Using Data to Communicate Value in Student 
Affairs
Assessment tells a story to inform others of 
what is happening within your department and 
the division of student affairs and demonstrate 
the  contribution to student learning
Using Student Engagement Data
Student Engagement: 
The extent to which students are 
exposed to and participate in 
effective educational practices
Ø Educationally purposeful 
activities and practices
Ø Empirically linked to desired 
outcomes
Student Engagement & NSSE
• Annual survey of first-year & 
senior students 
• NSSE asks about time & effort 
students devote to behaviors 
linked to learning & development
• Results used to prove and improve 
undergraduate education
Student Engagement Data & Assessment
1,600
• Do you have data on your 
campus?
• Is it being used to tell a 
story about your students 
learning?
• To guide improvements?






• Open-Ended Question: Most 
Significant Learning Experience
• Qualitative analysis
• Connection to questions on the 
survey
• Quantitative analysis
Who is NSSEville University?
• Public, four-year institution
• Located in a college town in 
the Midwest
• Doctoral institution with a large 
undergraduate population
• 15 -20,000 undergraduate 
students
• Large residential community
Office of Student Life and Learning
• Creating an end-of-year report for the VP of Student Affairs
• Want to include assessment data to support our claims
• Given access to NSSE data from the Office of Institutional 
Research
• Opportunity to think strategically about next year
• Questions to consider:
• What can we know from survey data about our office and our 
students?
• What experiences are students naming as significant learning?
• Why are these co-curricular experiences significant for students?
Determining NSSE Items for Inclusion
• NSSE Survey: Approximately 107 items students answer
• Eliminated questions explicitly course-based (Example: 
Explained course material to one or more students)
• Reviewed scaled-questions as a whole (Engagement 
Indicators)
• Reviewed remaining questions to determine which were 
relevant to student affairs, considering:
• Is this an action, program,  or outcome that we have control or 
influence?
• Would these results inform our work?
Data
• Open Ended Question: 1148 total responses
• 25 survey items related to Student Affairs
• Participation in leadership
• Engagement Indicators
• Reflective & Integrative Learning
• Discussion with Diverse Others
• Supportive Environment
• Demographic Information
• Ex: First-year and seniors
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Nuts and Bolts






• Determine significance 
• Student Comments




Original item on the 
survey
Recoded into a 
dichotomous variable
T-Tests: Leadership Exp. vs None
Open-Ended Analysis
Please describe the most 
significant learning 
experience you have had 







• Performed an initial review of responses 
• Coded responses relevant to the Office of Student Life and 
Learning
• Engagement in co-curriculars, event attendance, residence life, interactions 
with staff and other students, leadership opportunities, etc.
• Narrowed selection of responses that aligned with our 
analysis
• “Hold a formal leadership role in a student organization or group”
• Reviewed responses to answer the question: What makes 
this learning significant?
Open-Ended Context
Please describe the most significant learning experience 
you have had so far at this institution.
• Coursework
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NSSEville University has an 
institutional focus on studying 
abroad and incorporating 
either experiential learning or 
service learning into the 
curriculum.
Open-Ended Context
Please describe the most significant learning experience 
you have had so far at this institution.
• Coursework




The NSSE Survey has an 
initial focus of coursework 
and curriculum engagement 
which could shape the ways 
in which students think 
about this question.
Leadership and Significant Learning
What type of leadership did respondents name?
• Orientation Leader
• Resident Advisor
• Student organization (leadership roles)
• Attendance at conferences and institutes
• Service and academic fraternities
• Fraternity and Sorority Life
• Student Government
Leadership and Significant Learning
What makes these experiences significant?
• Learning about who I am: Gaining self-confidence; Ability to make 
an impact: Willingness to be vulnerable; Type of leader; Finding a 
career path
• Leadership skills: Communication; Responsibility, Public speaking; 
Program development
• Community development: Creating community; collaborating with 
others
• Cross-cultural understanding: Learning about people from different 
backgrounds; Considering different perspectives
“Being able to participate in many 
leadership opportunities on campus has 
given me the ability to grow beyond the 
classroom in ways that a book cannot 
teach you.”
“The leadership experience that I've had 
through student organizations are the 
most significant experiences that I've 
had. I've grown in self-confidence 
through them.”
“My most significant learning experience 
was when I lost the election for my Hall's 
Community Leadership Team President. I 
learned that succeeding in college takes 
more effort than in high school. I now 
know the level of effort that is needed to 
achieve my goals.”
Potential
• Incorporating demographic information with the open-ended 
responses
• Matching open-ended responses with other survey 
questions*
• Follow up survey
• Focus groups or individual interviews*
*Note: Although responses are not anonymous, students are guaranteed 
confidentiality when they complete NSSE (and many other surveys) make 
sure you are not identifying students in your analysis nor singling out 
specific students for focus groups or interviews based on their responses 
to questions
Discussion/Breakout
• Small group introductions:
• Name, Position, and Institution
• What brought you to this session?
• Experience with assessment?
• Questions for consideration:
• What type of significant learning do you see occurring in 
your department?
• How can you utilize assessment date to measure 
learning?
• Do you have NSSE data to use for assessment?
Conclusions
See, even more evidence that we ARE educators in 
higher education!
• Significant, high-impact learning occurs outside of the 
classroom in co-curricular spaces
Act to assess student learning!
• There are multiple avenues for assessing learning 
outcomes that can be incorporated into practice
• Important to make use of existing data
• Honor students input and voices in assessment 
• Involve students in interpretation of results
Thanks so much for joining us!
For more information about NSSE and the slides visit: nsse.indiana.edu
Twitter Handles:
@DajanaePalmer
@SamSilbSays
@Jillian_Kinzie
Blog: NSSEsightings.indiana.edu
@NSSEsurvey
